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11;' NAME

COMMON:

Bell Apartrnents
ANO/OR HiSTORIC:

Austin A. Bell Building
12. LOCATION I

STREET A~JD NUMBER:

2326 First Avenue
CITY OR TOWN: ICONGRESSIONAL 01STRICT:

Seattle #1 - Honorable Joel Pritchard
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CATEGORY OWNERSHIP I STATUS
ACCESSIBLE I

(Chf"C'"k One) TO THE PUBLIC

0 District ~ Building 0 Public Public Acquisition: 0 Occupied Yes:

0 Site 0 Structure Xl Private 0 In Process 0 Unoccupied 0 Restricted

0 Object 0 Both 0 Being Considered o Preservation work 0 Unrestricted

----l- in progress 0 No

PRESENT U~E (Check One or More as Appropriatl")

0 Agricultural CJ Government 0 Pork 0 Transportation o Comments

{XI Commercial 0 Industrial 0 Private Residence iXI Other (Specify)

0 Educational 0 Military CJ Reli9iouS Storage
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CONDITION
(Che('k One)

o Altered ~ Unaltered

(Check One)

o Deterioratedo Good
-;;=~---=---r----=-"::':::--,-;;::'--===----1

5{] Fair o Ruins 0 Unexposed

(Check One)

o Ma ...ed til Original Site

o EKcellent

I
DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL. APPEARANCE

The Austin A. Bell Building is a four-story structure of brick with
terra cotta ornamentation. Both brick and terra cotta are of a dis-
tinctive reddish-orange color and the mortar joints are narrow. It
was designed by Elmer Fisher, the architect who would later create
many of the buildings in the Pioneer Square District of Seattle.
Although Fisher's Pioneer Square designs are strongly Richardsonian,
the Bell Building is less so and has some interesting Gothic features
as well.

The ground floor served as commercial space and window openings are
large. Slender cast iron columns frame the recessed doorway. Wooden
decorati ve panels appear above the transom of the double doors. A
single door in an arched entry way at the south end of the building
face provides entrance to the floors above. Cast iron coluwns support
the small arch and a decorative wooden panel also appears above the
doorway,

Rock faced stone columns on either side of the doorway and store front
continue for the first story only and then are extended by brick pi-
lasters to the full height of the building. The brick pilasters above
the doo~lay continue above the fourth story to form a small tower.
'!he tower is flat roofed but this may not have been the original form.

Window openings are deeply recessed. Windows occur in sets of three
above the commercial section of the ground floor and in pairs on either
side of bordering pilasters. Single windows are placed on each floor
above the south doorway. All windows on the second floor are tall and
rectangular; the central group of three windows is separated by cast
iron columns. The same pattern is repeated on the third and fourth
floors although flanking openings on the third floor have segmental
pointed arches and the narrow fourth floor window are fully arched.
Terra cotta decorations appear above windo~ openings on the second and
third floors.

A high parapet extends above the fourth floor and it is composed of a
more coarse brick than is the rest of the facade. Ihe pilasters con-
tinue through the parapet and the central pilasters extend above it.
Between the central pilasters and recessed within a brick equilateral
arch is a terra cotta wheel window design flanked at the base by terra
cotta fillets filling out the base of the arch.
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/II. SIGNIFICANCE
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PERIOD (Ch~ck One or More 8:!11Appropriate)

o Pre-Columbian I

o 15th Century

o 16th Century

o 17th Century

{&J 20th Centuryo 18th Centurt'=-~19th Century

SPEC I FI C DA T Eisl (It AppliellbJe and KnoK·n) 1869 to pz esent;
AREAS OF SIGNIF'ICANCE (Check Onp or MOttl 89 Appropriate)

Abcr iginol 0 Education 0 Politico I

0 Prehistoric 0 Engineering 0 Religion!Phi.
0 Historic 0 Industry losophy

0 Agriculture 0 In...ee tlen o Science

sa A~chitecture 0 Landscape C Sculpture

0 A" Archi lecture 0 Social/Humon-
0 Commerce 0 Literature ;'or:on

0 Communications 0 Militoty 0 Lhe eter

0 Conservation 0 Mu!>ic ;:] Transportation

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

o Urban Planning

o Other (Specify)

Few buildings have such a close connection with their builders as does
the Bell Building. Dominating other structures in the area, one writer
has des cribed it as "having the dour, brooding aspect of the unhappy
man to whom it was a monument".

Austin lunericus Sell was the only son of William N. Bell, one of the
founders of the city of Seattle. The elder Bell's landclaim became
the community of Bellto~~, later surrounded and annexed by Seattle.
Austin, the second male child born in t~e pioneer village, began his
life in a log cabin about opposite the site of the building which
bears his name.
At his father's death in 1867, Austin inherited a portion of the estate
which continued to increase in value and he became known as a wealthy
man. His business prospered as well as his home and family life, yet
he was plagued by feelings of ill health. His father had been ill for
years prior to his death and his mental condition had deteriorated as
well. Austin thought he saw signs of his father's sickness in him-
self and traveled extensively seeking to restore his health.

In 1889, he was planning the construction of a new brick building --
the one which now bears his name -- on some of his,property to replace II

an existing wooden structure. During one spring evening, he took a
buggy· ride with his nephew and discussed his contemplated investrrent,
the success of which was virtually assured. The following rrorning, he
went to his office and locked the doors behind him. He then drew out
a revolver and shot himself in the temple. He left a letter to his wife.
telling her that he did not consider life with poor health worth
living~ Mrs. Eva Bell completed ~~e building in her husband's honor,
placing upon it his name ,

The Bell Building is si~ificant alsc as an example of the work of
architect Elmer Fisher, who designed rr:anyof the structures i.n the
Pioneer Square Historic District. Scots-born Fisher studied architec-
ture in Massachusetts, practiced in ~~~nesotaand Colorado and designed
many buildings in Victoria, B.C., before moving to Seattle in 1888.
He remained in the Seattle area afte~ the major. fire of 1889, and is
credited with the design of some 54 scruct ures as the city rebuilt.
His extant buildings are 'L'1isoutstanc.ing archi teet I s only monument; ,

for virtually no information abo~~~~e manis now available.



• •
Form 10·3000
(Jul, 1969)

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
NA TIONAL PARK SERVICE

STATE
Washington

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
INVENTORY. NOMINATION FORM

COUNTY
King

FOR NPS USE ON;Ly,c----l
ENTRY NUMBER I OATE(Continuation Sheet)

I
(Number all enlrltNJ)

#8 - Significance
Bell Apartments

The Bell Building is significant as a structure of post-fire architecture,
as a monument to a man important in the development of the city and as a
valuable example of e,e work of a locally prominent architect.
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Monument
An

To
Unhappy Man

By LUCILE McDONALD

THE SEATTLE TIMES, SUNDAY, MAY 14, 1967

WHEN Harry Bonath
painted the old ~llstin A.

Bell Building at 2326 FIrst Ave.
for today's cover, he. revived
memories of the tragic story
of the man for whom the struc-
ture was named.

Austin Americus Bell was
the only son of William N. Bell,
one of the city's founders, a

. member of the party landing at
Alki on November 13, 1851,
from the schooner Exact. HIS
land claim, adjacent to those of
the Dennys and Borens, ?e-
came the separate community
of Belltown, later surround.ed
and annexed by Seattle. Austin,
the second male white child
born here started his life in a
100 cabin' about opposite the
Si~ of the four-story brick
Building in the painting.
....·:,:il; c~~bin \~as bumed in 1856
during an Indian attack On the
settlement. The father, having
proved up on his land, had
enough of troubles with Indi-
ans and with trying to (ann
where he first had . to chop
down a forest. He moved to
California, returning in 1870
after his wife's death. In the
meantime, the property had be-
Come valuable and he mad e
substantial improvements on it,
erecting, a man g other build-
ings, the Bellevue Hotel at Bat.
tery Street and First Avenue
(it was Front Street in tho s e
days).

William Bell died Septern-
ber 8, 1887, at the age of 70,
leaving an estate valued at
$400,000. Austin inherited a
quarter share. The property
and buildings continued to
increase in worth and Austin
was regarded as One of Se-
attle's wealthy citizens. He had
been married six years, had
a substantial hom e, goo d
business, social and iamily COn-
nections and should have been
a happy man, were it not for
being haunted with ill health.
His father had been ill the last
six years of his fife and his
mental condirion had deterio-
rated toward the end. Austin,
never robust, thought he saw
signs of his father's sickness in
himself,

When the younger man re-
turned to Seattle, he had been
a printer. Between April, l875,
and September, 1878, he was
half owner of The Puget Sound
Daily Dispatch and did Some

of its editorial work. Aft e r
selling his share of the paper,
he spent most of 10 years trav-
eling and seeking ~o .restore
his health. He maintained a
real-estate office, moving it in
1889 from the 0 per a House
to 2222 Front (First) Ave. on
some of the Bell-family prop-
erty. He was planning to erect a
new brick building next to the
Bellevue Hotel to replace a
large wooden structure. -

The night of April 23, he we~t
for a buggy ride wi~h his
nephew and discussed his con-
templated investment. N ext
morning, the world apparently
did not look so rosy, He suf-
fered from indigestion and OU.I-
er complications. Perhaps. his
breakfast did not agree w r t h
him.

.... .~--...," ~~ t..:" ",ffi,..,o ~c. us-

He went to his office as us-
ual, but locked the doors be-".
hind him, entered the inn e I'
chamber of his three-room suite
and wrote a letter to his wife.
Then he drew out a revolver
and shot himself in the temple.

A next-door merchant heard
the shot and rushed a c r 0 s s
the street to tell a druggist he
thought a murder had been
cam mit ted. They looked
through Bell's windows and
saw evidence of trOUble, but
were unable to enter and in.
vestigate. Someone summoned
a doctor and others broke in
the door. BelI was found on
the floor with the weapon un-
der his right hand.

The letter he had left in-
formed his wife that Bell did
not consider life with poor
health worth Iiving and ex-
pressed sorrow that he m u s t
take this way out.

Mrs. Eva Bell Completed the
building as a memorial to her
husband and placed on it his
name and the date, 1889. Elmer
H. Fisher was the architect.

The structure, costing $50,000,
was hailed as One of the show-
iest in the city. The exterior
was of pressed brick, dressed
stone and terra cotta, wit h
more than the usual amount of
plate glass. Two stors spaces
were on the ground floor and
63 apartments above. It is still
a conspicuous edifice, rising
higher than the bUildings
around it. and having the
dour, brooding aspect of the

. unhappy man to whom it was
a monument.


